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      In order to begin to comprehend the extent of racism and inequality today, scholars must 
analyze the various aspects of racism that exist in contemporary society. Not simply institutional 
forces, but also individual level practices and acts at the micro-level that perpetuate racist 
structures. Racial microaggressions (RM) are part of these micro-level forces. Racial 
microaggressions can be defined as daily interactions that target a particular racial or ethnic 
group and communicate hostile or negative insults to a targeted group (Pierce 1969). In order to 
better understand the phenomenon of RM, I conducted a survey on undergraduate students at the 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. Looking particularly at RM against black students 
from a white aggressor, I analyze various perceptions of RM scenarios from a number of key 
demographics. This study replicates the work of Tao and colleagues (2017) and expands the 
scope of their study. I find that negative emotional reactions and critiques of cultural competency 
become more likely when individuals are presented with RM scenarios while positive emotional 
reactions and feelings of neutrality become less common. I found inconsistent results when 
looking at how demographics affect this relationship. Variables such as sexual orientation and 
political ideology produced more significant results compared to that of race, gender, high school 
minority enrollment and year in school. 
Key Words: race, microaggressions, perceptions of racism  
Introduction 
Chester Pierce is accredited for introducing the concept of RM to the field of psychology 
in 1969. His definition characterized RM as short, daily interactions that communicate hostile, 
degrading, or negative racial or ethnic insults to a target person or group (Pierce 1969). These 
interactions can come in the form of verbal, behavioral, or environmental attacks as well as be 
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intentional or unintentional (Sue, Capodilupo, and Torino 2007:4). Pierce developed the concept 
of RM to better understand the racialized interactions that black individuals experience on a daily 
basis with an emphasis on medical issues and the health profession (Pierce 1969; 1970). 
Following the conceptualization of RM, researchers began considering additional minority 
groups as targets of these attacks and other contexts with which these attacks might be occurring 
such as in the workforce, clinical practice, and academia (Constantine and Sue 2007; Nadal, 
Mazzula, Rivera, and Fujii-Doe 2014; Tao, Own, and Driane 2017). 
This paper focuses on RM committed in college classrooms. I look particularly at attacks 
targeting black college students from a white aggressor. Specifically, I am interested in analyzing 
how college students perceive these interactions and if individuals with similar personal 
characteristics and demographics react in similar ways to these RM. I distributed a survey to 
roughly 11,000 UNC undergraduates and received about 1,000 responses. My survey used an 
audit design. When individuals began the survey, they were randomly assigned one of three 
hypothetical scenarios and then asked a series of follow-up questions. All scenarios were 
hypothetical and between a fictional professor, Professor Connor, and student, Ebony Jackson, 
but ranged in their level of RM; no RM, ambiguous RM, and blatant RM. My research is meant 
to replicate that of Tao and colleagues (2017) as well as account for their noted methodological 
limitations and expand their scope of research. I will speak more on specific similarities and 
differences in the methodology section below. 
Research on RM is essential due to the harmful effects these attacks have on people of 
color. Recent scholarship has even attempted to further understand the impact of these 
interactions (Solorzano, Ceja, and Yosso 2000; Wang, Leu, and Shoda 2011). This research 
highlights the psychological repercussions these attacks have for individuals of color in public 
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life as well as to students in collegiate classrooms. My research attempts to continue 
conversations about racialized interactions and analyze how individuals perceive this knowingly 
harmful phenomenon.  
Conceptualizing, Measuring, and Analyzing RM 
Explaining RM 
      Racial microaggressions are one of the many facets of racist structures exhibited in the 
United States today (Golash-Boza 2016:131-132). Within the framework of the sociological 
theory of race and racism, racist ideology and racist structure work together to reinforce one 
another on personal and institutional levels. Racial microaggressions are categorized as micro-
racist structures, because they are practices that occur on the individual-level as opposed to 
systemic conditions that occur on the macro-level (Golash-Boza 2016:131-133 and 137). Racial 
microaggressions can be further categorized into microassaults, microinsults, and 
microinvalidations. Microassaults are explicit racial attacks meant to harm the target individual 
(e.g. referring to someone as “colored,” discouraging interracial interactions, etc.). Microinsults 
are interactions that convey rudeness and belittle one’s racial heritage or identity (e.g. when an 
employee of color is asked “How did you get your job?,” a white professor failing to 
acknowledge a person of color in their classroom). Microinsults are not explicit and become 
aggressions based on the context they are spoken in. Microinvalidations can be defined as 
communications that attempt to negate or nullify the experiences of people of color (e.g. saying 
“I don’t see color,” telling a person of color “Don’t be over-sensitive” after a negative racialized 





Table 1: Examples of Racial Microaggression 
Theme Microaggression Message 
Ascription of intelligence "You are a credit to your race" People of color are generally not as intelligent as whites. 
 
"You are so articulate" It is unusual for someone of your race to be so intelligent. 
   
Colorblindness 
"When I look at you, I don't see color" Denying a person of color's racial/ethnic experiences. 
 "America is a melting pot" Assimilate/acculturate to the dominant culture. 
 
There is only one race, the human race" Denying the individual as a racial/cultural being. 
   
Criminality/assumption of 
criminal status 
A white person clutching their purse or 
wallet as a person of color passes them 
 
 
A store owner following a customer of 
color around their store You are going to steal, you are poor. 
   
Denial of individual racism "I'm not racist, I have several black 
friends." 
I am immune to racism because I have friends of 
color. 
 
"As a woman, I know what you go through 
as a racial minority." 
Your racial oppression is no different than my 
gender oppression. I can't be racist. I'm like you. 
   
Environmental 
microaggressions 
A college or university with building that 
are all named after white, heterosexual 
upper-class males 
You don't belong/You won't succeed here. There 
is only so far you can go. 
  
Television shows and movie that feature 
predominately White people, without 
representation of people of color 
You are an outsider/You don't exist. 
Notes: This table has been borrowed and adapted from Sue et al 2007. 
Some recent scholarship on RM has focused on the experiences of black college students 
in academic and educational settings. Solórzano and colleagues (2000) studied the effects of RM 
on black college students in predominantly white institutions using focus group data. They were 
interested in why RM are so harmful to people of color as well as the “cumulative weight” of 
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these attacks. Solórzano argued that the concept of stereotype threat is essential in understanding 
RM. Stereotype threat can be defined as a psychosocial concern that one will validate the 
negative stereotypes believed about one’s race or ethnic group. The existence of stereotype threat 
in the minds of people of color and the repeated experiences of RM can lead to the increased 
“cumulative weight” that Solórzano was emphasizing (Solórzano et al 2000:60-62). The focus 
group concentrated on experiences of RM and how African American students interpret, respond 
to, and contextualize these interactions. Their results showed that RM can lead to lowered 
expectations of African American students, from teachers and from themselves, in the classroom 
and an overall tense racial climate. Racial microaggressions can leave students feeling invisible, 
uncared for, and out of place (Solórzano et al 2000:64-69). 
      Rather than focusing on the victims of RM, like Solórzano (2000), other research has 
focused on the perceptions of RM on African Americans in collegiate classrooms among all 
racial groups. Tao and colleagues (2017) were interested in comparing the perceptions of RM 
between racial-ethnic minority and white identified participants. To do this, they randomly 
assigned their participants a hypothetical scenario between a white professor and a black student 
with varying levels of a RM present in the interaction. The scenario was followed-up with the 
UWIST Mood Adjective Checklist (testing emotional reactions), questions concerning likability, 
and questions regarding cultural competencies of the individuals in the scenario. Their results 
found that there was a significant difference in the perceptions of overt RM and all other 
conditions of RM among all participants. However, there was no significant difference in 
perceptions based on participants' race or ethnicity (Tao et al 2017:266). 
Why are RM Difficult to Study? 
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      Following the civil rights era, an adapted, new system of socially acceptable norms and 
legislation was established to maintain the previous structure of racism in America. Before the 
civil rights movement, blatantly racist ideologies and policies were respectable and, more 
importantly, legal. The Jim Crow era illustrates this form of racism. Following WWII and later 
the civil rights movement at the end of the 1960s, researchers began to see a steady decline in the 
rate of self-reported racial prejudice. Some scholars, labeled optimists, accredited this decline to 
a genuine decline in racial prejudice. Others suggested that prejudices persisted, but in a different 
way (Bonilla-Silva 2017:17-18; Quillian 2006:310-311). The activism of the Civil Rights era 
encouraged systemic racism to become more covert and people to become more reluctant to 
share their problematic views on race (Quillian 2006: 299). These changes do not equate to an 
erasure of racism rather a changing of racism (DiAngelo 2019:39-40; Quillian 2006:299-300; 
Sue et al 2007:1). New racism is a term used by scholars today to describe the covert racism that 
remains in contemporary society which exists within modern norms, legislation, and practices. 
New racism looks different than earlier forms of racism (e.g. Jim Crow era racism) but its impact 
is exceedingly similar (Bonilla-Silva 2017:17-18; DiAngelo 2019:39). The seemingly surface 
level changes that have been produced since the Civil Right era has led many to question how 
much progress has actually been made towards racial equality in the United States (Quillian 
2006:299-300). Bonilla-Silva (2017) provided multiple examples explaining how racism persists 
today including through residential segregation, education inequality, and harmful daily 
interactions such as RM. The shift towards more covert forms of racism produces 
methodological problems for researchers attempting to test the remaining, more subtle forms of 
discrimination and racism in the US. 
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One of these methodological challenges in studying discrimination at the micro-level is 
that of social desirability bias. Because blatant racial prejudice is no longer socially acceptable, if 
an individual is aware of their racial prejudice, they might purposely lie or conflate their answers 
in order to avoid coming off as problematic (Quillian 2006:302). This was a possible limitation 
that Tao and colleagues (2017) found in their study. Before showing their participants their 
classroom scenario, respondents were told that the professor was white, and the student was 
black. In their data analysis, they found that there was no significant difference between how 
white and racial minorities perceived RM. This made them conclude that social desirability bias 
might be at play due to how they set up their survey and prompted their participants (Tao et al 
2017:268).  
      Another challenge of studying discrimination (and RM) is that many individuals are 
unaware of their problematic beliefs and discriminatory practices. The term aversive racism can 
be defined as a type of racism that comes from well-intentioned individuals that consider 
themselves progressive and educated. Under this cloak, many whites can hold racist views and 
commit RM but maintain their affirmative self-image (DiAngelo 2019:43). In their study on 
difficult dialogues, Sue and colleagues found that some white professors fail to confront racial 
tensions or promote racial dialogues in their classroom, because they do not realize that tensions 
are present or that a racial dialogue is occurring. This could be related to a lack of experience 
with difficult dialogues and racism, lack of knowledge of race and culture, or inability to 
recognize RM (Sue, Torino, and Capodilupo 2009:1102). 
      Researchers have attempted to account for the struggles of aversive racism and social 
desirability bias in many ways. In a recent literature review, Gaddis (2019) recommended a 
mixed-methods approach to studying prejudice. He found that interviews and surveys can be 
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helpful in studying only some aspects of prejudice and discrimination, however they should not 
be used when attempting to study individuals’ own discrimination and prejudices (Gaddis 
2019:445). More recent scholarship has utilized audit studies to maneuver the limitations of 
surveys and interviews. Audit studies are a particular kind of field experiment with which the 
researcher randomizes a particular characteristic of an individual's identity (e.g. race, gender, 
criminal status, etc.) and places those individuals in the field to observe the varying effects of the 
altered characteristic (Gaddis 2019:445-446; Schuman and Bobo 1988:273-274). Limitations of 
audit studies include being unsuited for research regarding the theoretical mechanisms of 
discrimination and the ability to only alter characteristics particular to the context of the study. 
However, audit studies remain a strong method of researching racial prejudices and 
discrimination (Gaddis 2019:447-448). 
 Critique of RM Research and The Enduring Significance of RM 
      There are some scholars that critique the legitimacy of RM research. Kenneth R. Thomas, 
a psychologist at the University of Wisconsin—Madison, has been one of the vocal critiques 
(DeAngelis 2009). Specifically, Thomas is highly critical of the work of D.W. Sue and their 
associates (2007). Sue and colleagues (2007) argued that the aspects of racism in the United 
States are changing and are equally as relevant as they were before the civil rights movement. 
They demonstrated this through a discussion of RM and their harms on people of color (Sue et al 
2007). In direct response to this article, Thomas claimed that RM research promotes unnecessary 
restrictions on freedom of speech and a victimization philosophy for people of color. Thomas 
took many approaches to discredit the work of Sue and associates. He argued that 
microaggressions are not particular to people of color, that D.W. Sue felt a desire to feel 
“special” in naming his oppression, and that political contexts (racial stereotypes) should be used 
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when interacting with people of color (Thomas 2008:274). The intense criticisms of D.W. Sue 
and their colleagues by Thomas seem to be based less on previous RM research but rather 
personal qualms with the research of Sue and colleagues and likely of other RM researchers.  
      Despite criticism, many scholars attest to the impacts RM have on people of color. 
Solórzano (2000) emphasized the “cumulative weight” of RM. In their study, this included 
African American students feeling devalued, invisible, and insignificant in their classrooms. 
Many participants reported lowered academic performance, dropping classes, and even changing 
their major due to repeated RM in their classrooms (Solórzano et al 2000:60 and 69). 
Additionally, due to the ambiguity of RM, which Thomas acknowledged, these interactions can 
be more frustrating to a person of color compared to a more blatant racialized attack. Racial 
microaggressions can leave individuals feeling emotionally distressed while they attempt to 
interpret whether an interaction was intended to be discriminatory (Wang et al 2011). 
      In addition to their micro-level effects, RM and their significance should be 
contextualized within larger, macro-level racism. The micro-structural position that RM occupy 
is just one of the many facets of contemporary racism (Golash-Boza 2016:131-133 and 137). 
Dismantling and confronting RM in our daily interactions can be seen as a small step in resisting 
the larger racist system. Research shows that an effective way to mitigate aversive racism is 
through dialogue. These dialogues are shown to reduce prejudice, increase compassion, diminish 
stereotypes, and promote mutual respect between individuals (Sue et al 2009:1091). 
My research will attempt to observe how individuals react to RM and whether individuals with 
similar characteristics react in similar ways to these interactions. The findings of my research can 
be seen as a starting point in moving away from problematic language and confronting the 




 My research focuses on two primary questions. My first question mimics that of Tao and 
colleagues (2017). I was interested in how emotional reactions of my participants change based 
upon the scenario they receive; no RM, ambiguous RM, or blatant RM. I hypothesized that as 
RM became more severe, participants would be more likely to express negative emotional 
reactions and critique the cultural competency of Prof. Connor (Hypothesis 1a). Further, 
participants would be less likely to express positive emotions and report feeling neutral in 
reaction to their scenarios (Hypothesis 1b).  
 My second research question focuses on how demographics and other personal 
characteristics alter participant reactions to scenarios. Similarly to Tao and colleagues (2017), I 
was interested in how racial and ethnic identity affected reactions. In addition to racial identity, I 
wanted to explore a number of other respondent characteristics including sexuality, gender, 
political ideology, high school minority enrollment, and year in school. Looking at race and 
ethnicity, sexuality, and gender, I hypothesized that minority-identified individuals would be 
more likely to express negative reactions in response to their assigned interaction (Hypothesis 
2a). Similarly, I hypothesized that these individuals will be less likely to express positive 
reactions and feel neutral in response to their scenarios (Hypothesis 2b). Hypotheses 2a and 2b 
are rooted in my assumption that minority-identified individuals are potentially more familiar 
with discriminatory interactions and racial prejudice due to their altered status in society. 
My interest in political ideology, high school minority enrollment, and year in school 
were added as exploratory variables. Looking at political ideology, I hypothesized that as 
individuals become more conservative, they will be less likely to rate interactions negatively and 
critique Professor Connor’s cultural competency, additionally they will be more likely to react 
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positively and feel neutral in response to their scenarios (Hypothesis 2c). My hypotheses for high 
school minority enrollment (Hypothesis 2d) and year in school (Hypothesis 2e) mimic one 
another. I predicted that as minority enrollment or year in school increases, individuals would be 
more likely to negatively rate interactions and critique the cultural competency of Prof. Connor. 
Individuals would also be less likely to express positive emotions and feel neutral.  
Methodology 
 My research was designed to replicate and expand the work of Tao and colleagues 
(2017). Like Tao and colleagues (2017), I randomly assigned participants a hypothetical 
scenario. In my study, participants received only one of three scenarios, as compared to one of 
four with Tao and colleagues (2017). Participants were unaware that there were variations of the 
scenarios and were not told which scenario they received. They were simply told to read the 
scenario and be prepared to answer follow up questions. In these follow up questions, I asked 
participants about their mood as well as reactions to individuals in the scenarios. One significant 
difference between my study and that of Tao and colleagues (2017) is my prompt and the names 
of the individuals in my scenarios. Instead of telling participants the race of the individuals in the 
scenarios, I used stereotypical black and white sounding names in an attempt to play into my 
participants' preconceived notions of race. 
Participants 
      My survey was distributed online to 11,836 undergraduates at the University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill. I received nearly 1,000 completed survey responses over a roughly 5-
day period in March 2021. The demographic makeup of my sample seems closely representative 
of the undergraduate population at UNC that is available with a slight over representation of 
women in the sample. Table 2 shows the detailed demographic breakdown of my sample as 
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compared to previous data collected on UNC students (Office of Institutional Research & 
Assessment 2021). I was not able to find previous data on sexual orientation, high school 
minority enrollment, and political ideology of current UNC undergraduates, so that data is not 
available in the table. In previous UNC data, “Hispanic” was included as an option for race. In 
my data, participants were asked if they identified as Spanish, Hispanic, or Latinx after they were 
asked their race. When analyzing my data, all participants who identified as Spanish, Hispanic, 
or Latinx were placed in a separate racial category regardless of their initial racial identification. 
Table 2: Demographic Breakdown of Sample and Previous UNC Data 
 





Fall 2019 UNC 
Frequency 
 
Fall 2019 UNC 
Percentage 
 
     
Gender     
Man 221 23.2 7,752 40.5 
Non-binary 19 2   
Prefer to self-describe 3 .3   
Woman 708 74.5 11,402 59.5 
     
Race     
American Indian or Alaska Native 5 .52 86 .4 
Asian  115 12 2,201 11.5 
Black or African American 66 6.9 1,548 8.1 
Hispanic 75 7.9 1,642 8.1 
Middle Eastern or North African 10 1.05   
Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 2 .2 11 .1 
Non-Resident Alien   758 4 
Two or More Races 72 7.5 947 4.9 
White 611 63.9 11,254 58.8 
     
Year     
First-year 178 18.7 4,660 24.5 
Sophomore 277 29.1 3,043 16 
Junior 246 25.9 5,291 27.8 
Senior 250 26.3 6,282 33 
     
Sexuality     
Asexual 17 1.8   
Bisexual 139 14.6   
Gay 16 1.7   
Heterosexual or Straight 698 73.4   
Lesbian 28 2.9   
Pansexual 11 1.2   
Prefer to self-describe 13 1.4   
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Queer 29 3.1   
     
HS Minority Enrollment     
0%-25% 409 43.1   
25%-50% 349 36.8   
50%-75% 154 16.2   
75%-100% 37 3.9   
     
Political Ideology     
Liberal 544 57   
Moderate 343 36   
Conservative 67 7.1   





The methodological approach of my research utilizes survey distribution with an audit 
study design. When taking my survey, participants were randomly assigned one of three 
hypothetical classroom scenarios; no RM, ambiguous RM, or blatant RM. Participants did not 
read all of the scenarios, only the one they were randomly assigned at the beginning of the 
survey. This approach closely resembles that of Tao and colleagues (2017). In their study 
similarly testing perceptions of RM, they randomly assigned participants one of four video 
scenarios with varying levels of ambiguity of RM. I chose to only have three categories of RM in 
order to make the scenarios more distinctive. 
Tao and colleagues (2017) also described challenges with social desirability due to the 
fact that they were studying explicit racial attitudes. Before each scenario, participants were 
probed with background information that pointed out the race of the individuals in the scenario 
(Tao et al 2017:268). This background information read:  
Dr. Scott is a white American political science professor at the University of Rancho 
Cucamonga. Denise is a 21-year-old African American student in Dr. Scott’s political 
science class. After a session, Denise stays after class to inquire on an upcoming 




In order to avoid triggering social desirability bias, I altered the background information that I 
gave to my participants. Instead of explicitly saying the race of the people in the scenario, I used 
traditionally white and black sounding names for the individuals. Changing the names of the 
people in the scenarios is my attempt to play into preconceived notions of race held by my 
participants but avoid making them believe my study is about racial attitudes. According to 
Gaddis (2019), gaps remain in researchers’ understanding of how well using names can 
accurately indicate race, however I believe this will be the most useful method in my study. The 
background information I provided to my participants is as follows: 
Next, I will present you with a scenario between Professor Emily Connor and her student, 
Ebony Jackson, following a class session at their university. Please try to imagine the 
scenario in your head and be prepared to answer follow-up questions regarding your 
emotional reactions to the scenario. 
Additionally, unlike Tao and colleagues (2017), I did not use video scenarios. Instead, I wrote 
out the scenarios and participants were asked to read them. I made this decision based on 
logistical concerns regarding the COVID-19 pandemic. My study and the study of Tao and 
colleagues (2017) implemented verbal microinvalidation in our RM scenarios. This RM is 
typically labelled “ascription of intelligence,” and the message this RM communicates is that 
people of color are generally not as intelligent as whites. In the blatant RM scenario, Ebony is 
asking Professor Connor if she can read over a draft of an assignment for their class. By the end 
of the scenario, Professor Connor is praising Ebony for being a standout among the other African 
American students. It is clear that in this scenario Prof. Connor is demeaning the African 
American students in the class and assuming that these students would not put in this extra effort 
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on their class assignments. Below are all three RM scenarios that my participants were randomly 
assigned. 
Scenario 1: No Racial Microaggression 
EBONY: Hello, Prof. Connor, I wanted to ask you something pertaining to our research 
assignment that is due soon. 
PROF CONNOR: Sure, Ebony! What is it you’d like to know? 
EBONY: Well, I am almost finished completing my rough draft for it, and would like for 
you to look over it hopefully next week before I revise it for the final copy to turn in. 
PROF CONNOR: I can surely do that. Just get it to me and I’ll review it and get it back 
to you within a couple of days. 
EBONY: Thank you very much Prof. Connor, I’ll bring it in next class, see you next 
week. 
 
Scenario 2: Ambiguous Racial Microaggression 
EBONY: Hello, Prof. Connor, I wanted to ask you something pertaining to our research 
assignment that is due soon. 
PROF CONNOR: Sure, Ebony! What is it you’d like to know? 
EBONY: Well, I am almost finished completing my rough draft for it, and would like for 
you to look over it hopefully next week before I revise it for the final copy to turn in. 
PROF CONNOR: I can surely do that. Just get it to me and I’ll review it and get it back 
to you within a couple of days… I must say most students don’t worry about that until the 
week before. 
EBONY: I really try to stay on top of things. 
PROF CONNOR: Wow… that’s REALLY good for you… You know… you seem very 
bright and well put together. You’re always intelligent and articulate in class. You’ve 
greatly surprised me this semester...keep up the good work! 
 
Scenario 3: Blatant Racial Microaggression 
EBONY: Hello, Prof. Connor, I wanted to ask you something pertaining to our research 
assignment that is due soon. 
PROF CONNOR: Sure, Ebony! What is it you’d like to know? 
EBONY: Well, I am almost finished completing my rough draft for it, and would like for 
you to look over it hopefully next week before I revise it for the final copy to turn in. 
PROF CONNOR: I can surely do that. Just get it to me and I’ll review it and get it back 
to you within a couple of days… I must say most students don’t worry about that until the 
week before. 
EBONY: I really try to stay on top of things. 
PROF CONNOR: Wow… that’s REALLY good for you — How can I put this… well… 
most African American students do just enough to get by, but you...you seem so bright 
and well put together. You’ve greatly surprised me this semester just with how intelligent 
and articulate you 
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are in class… keep up the good work! 
 Follow-up Questions and Measures 
Participants were asked a number of follow-up questions regarding the particular scenario 
they received. Similarly to Tao and colleagues (2017), I used the UWIST Mood Adjective 
Checklist (testing emotional reactions), questions concerning likability of Ebony and Professor 
Connor, and questions regarding cultural competencies of Professor Connor. I adopted five of 
the 40+ adjectives included in the UWIST Mood Adjective Checklist in addition to “neutral” 
which is not on the UWIST checklist (Matthews, Jones, and Chamberlain 1990:20). Participants 
were asked to rate the applicability of the six adjectives to their mood in reaction to their 
hypothetical scenario. The six adjectives I included were pleased, cheerful, low-spirited, 
dissatisfied, annoyed, angry, and neutral. I did not use the entire list of 40 adjectives over a 
concern for redundancy in the follow-up questions. The likability approach asked participants to 
rate the individuals on a scale of 1-7 on the basis of five characteristics: likable, pleasant, 
approachable, cold, and hostile. Finally, participants were asked to rate the cultural competencies 
of Professor Connor. These questions inquired about the professor’s potential insensitivities to 
the student’s cultural group, ignorance to the realities of race and racism, and cultural biases. 
A Word on Measures 
In my analysis, I used four different measurements to capture respondent reactions: (1) 
Negative outcome is a variable I created by combining participant responses to whether they felt 
low-spirited, angry, annoyed, or dissatisfied about the scenario they were given; (2) cultural 
competency is a variable I created by combining the survey’s questions regarding insensitivity to 
the student’s cultural group, ignorance to the realities of racism, and cultural bias; (3) neutral is a 
dichotomous variable that used participant responses regarding if they felt neutral in reaction to 
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the scenario; and, (4) positive outcome is a variable created by combining responses to whether 
respondents felt cheerful or pleased in reaction to the scenario.  
Results 
      When looking at my data, I had two primary research questions I wanted to inspect. The 
first, how do reactions to scenarios change when individuals are presented different scenarios? 
The second, how do various demographics affect reactions to different scenarios? For these 
research questions, I had several hypotheses. 
Hypothesis 1a: As RM become more severe, participants will be more likely to express 
negative emotional reactions and critique the cultural competency of Professor Connor. 
Hypothesis 1b: As RM become more severe, participants will be less likely to express 
positive emotions and report feeling neutral in reaction to their scenarios. 
Hypothesis 2a: Minority-identified individuals will be more likely to express negative 
reactions in response to their assigned interaction.  
Hypothesis 2b: Minority-identified individuals will be less likely to express positive 
reactions and feel neutral in response to their scenarios. 
Hypothesis 2c: As individuals become more conservative, they will be less likely to rate 
interactions negatively and critique Professor Connor’s cultural competency, additionally 
they will be more likely to react positively and feel neutral in response to their scenarios. 
Hypothesis 2d: As minority enrollment increases, individuals will be more likely to 
negatively rate interactions and critique the cultural competency of Professor Connor. 
Individuals will also be less likely to express positive emotions and feel neutral. 
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Hypothesis 2e: As year in school increases, individuals will be more likely to negatively 
rate interactions and critique the cultural competency of Prof. Connor. Individuals will 
also be less likely to express positive emotions and feel neutral. 
          To analyze my first research question, I compared my four reaction measures across 
different scenarios. Table 3 shows these comparisons. For our first reaction measurement, 
negative outcome, Table 3 shows that among individuals who were presented with the no RM 
scenario none held negative reactions to the scenario. Individuals who were presented the 
ambiguous RM were more varied in negative outcomes, but a majority of individuals did not 
have a negative reaction. Additionally, Table 3 shows that among the individuals who received 
the blatant RM, roughly 78% had a negative reaction to the scenario. A similar pattern is found 
when looking at respondent ratings of Professor Connor’s cultural competency. Out of the 
individuals who received the no RM scenario, about 95% believed that Prof. Connor was 
culturally competent. This can be compared to 66% for ambiguous RM and 1% for blatant RM. 
All of these figures support my hypothesis 1a which stated that as RM became more severe, 
participants would be more likely to have negative outcomes and criticize the cultural 
competency of Professor Connor.  
Table 3 also shows patterns for feeling neutral and positive reactions. Individuals who 
felt neutral in reaction to their scenario were roughly equally split for individuals with no RM 
and ambiguous RM. However, roughly 90% of individuals who received the blatant RM scenario 
did not feel neutral. Finally, when looking at positive reactions to various scenarios, about 77% 
of individuals with no RM scenarios reacted positively to their scenario as compared to 50%  
from individuals with ambiguous RM and 2% with blatant RM. Patterns for positive outcomes 
and feeling neutral found in Table 3 support my hypothesis 1b which stated that as RM become 
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more severe respondent would be less likely to express positive emotions and report feeling 
neutral. Table 4 further verifies both hypothesis 1a and 1b when looking at treatment and its 
relation to the four outcome variables when controlling for demographic variables.  








Negative Outcome     
Not Negative 316 230 12  
 98.1% 75.7% 3.7%  
Somewhat Negative 6 51 60  
 1.9% 16.8% 18.5%  
Negative 0 23 252  
 0% 7.6% 77.8% 0.000 
     
Cultural Competency     
Culturally Competent 308 167 2  
 95.4% 65.6% .6%  
Somewhat Culturally 
Competent 
13 63 19  
 4% 20.6% 5.9%  
Not Culturally Competent 2 76 304  
 .6% 24.8% 93.5% 0.000 
     
Neutral     
No 159 171 290  
 49.4% 56.3% 89.8%  
Yes 163 133 33  
 59.6% 43.8% 10.2% 0.000 
Positive Outcome     
Not Positive 16 59 305  
 5% 19.4% 94.1%  
Somewhat Positive 58 92 11  
 18% 30.3% 3.4%  
Positive 248 153 8  
 77% 50.3% 2.5% 0.000 
Notes: All numbers were round to the nearest tenth decimal place. P-values configured through nptrend test, trend across 
ordered groups. 
 
      In order to approach my second research questions, I further analyzed the results from 
Table 3 to see if there were any patterns between the characteristics of the people who responded 
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in particular ways to their scenario. I looked at six different demographics to see how they 
altered the relationship between my four reaction measurements and my treatment scenarios. I 
chose to look at race, gender, sexuality, political ideology, high school minority enrollment, and 
year in school. In Table 4, the variable of race is coded as a binary, white and non-white. In my 
analysis, I looked at various ways to code race including eight racial categories and five racial 
categories, however I found no significant findings from coding race these ways which is why 
race is shown as a binary. The same is true for my sexuality variable; there were no significant 
findings from keeping all eight categories of sexuality that I provided in my survey. Therefore, I 
recoded sexuality to a binary of heterosexual and LGBTQIA. Additionally, participants were 
asked to rate their political ideology on a scale of 1 (most liberal) to 7 (most conservative). I 
categorized this variable so that individuals who answered 3-5 were considered moderate and 
individuals on the tail ends were considered liberal or conservative. The variable for high school 
minority enrollment was not recoded, and the variable for year in school was coded from 
participant responses of completed semesters at UNC.  
      For hypotheses 2a and 2b, I was interested in looking at the relationship between 
minority-identified demographics and the four outcome variables. This included analyzing race, 
sexuality, and gender. Looking at race, when controlling for all other categories, race does not 
have a significant impact on how individuals react to their given scenario. Additionally, Table 4 
shows that gender significantly impacts the negative outcome variable, however gender had no 
significant impact on the variables cultural competency, neutral and positive outcome. The 
impacts of sexuality vary among the different outcome variables. For negative outcome, the 
impact of sexuality became statistically insignificant once political ideology was controlled for in 
the regression. However, we do see sexuality significantly impacting respondent reactions for 
Anna Wainwright 
22 
cultural competency (positive relationship) and positive outcomes (negative relationship). This 
means that when individuals fall into the category of LGBTQIA they become more likely to say 
that Prof. Connor is not culturally competent and less likely to have a positive reaction to their 
scenario no matter which scenario they are presented with. Hypothesis 2a stated that minority-
identified individuals would be more likely to express negative emotions and critique the cultural 
competency of Professor Connor. Hypothesis 2b stated that minority-identified individuals 
would be less likely to react positively and feel neutral in response to their scenario. Data on race 
and gender do not support hypothesis 2a or 2b. Data for sexuality, however, seems to have more 
consistent patterns that support hypothesis 2a and 2b. 
There is variation in the impact of political ideology. Looking specifically at moderates, 
Table 3 shows that being categorized as moderate produces a somewhat consistent relationship 
with individual reactions. For the variables of negative outcome and cultural competency, when 
controlling for all other categories, identifying as moderate correlates with lower negative 
reactions and lower critiques of Professor Connor’s cultural competency. This finding is 
supported by the positive relationship seen between moderates and the positive outcome 
variable. This means that identifying as moderate makes you more likely to positively react to 
your scenario no matter which scenario you are presented with. Impacts of identifying as 
conservative are not as consistent as identifying as moderate. Hypothesis 2c stated that as 
individuals became more conservative, they would be less likely to respond negatively and 
critique the cultural competency of Professor Connor in addition to being more likely to react 
positively and feel neutral in reaction to their scenario. Outcomes for identifying as moderate 
support hypothesis 2c, however data for conservative identifying individuals does not. 
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High school minority enrollment and year at UNC both failed to have significant impacts 
across the four reaction measures. Therefore, there failed to be significant support for hypotheses 
2d and 2e. 
Table 4: Outcomes by Treatment and Demographics 
 
Demographics Negative Outcome Cultural Competency Neutral Positive Outcome 
Treatment  
(ref no RM) 
    
Ambiguous Microaggression .29*** .63*** -.07* -.4*** 
 [.218, .362] [.55, .72] [-.14, 0] [-.49, -.31] 
Blatant Microaggression 1.172*** 1.86*** -.4*** -1.63*** 
 [1.649, 1.791] [1.78, 1.94] [-.47, -.33] [-1.72, -1.54] 
Race  
(ref White) 
    
Non-white -.019 .04 -.06 -.04 
 [-.085, .046] [-.04, .11] [-.12, .01] [-.13, .04] 
     
Sexuality  
(ref Heterosexual) 
    
LGBTQIA .04 .09* -.01 -.13** 
 [-.03, .11] [0, .17] [-.08, .06] [-.22, -.04] 
Gender  
(ref Man) 
    
Woman .01* .03 -.02 -.02 
 [.03, .17] [-.05, .11] [-.089, .06] [-.11, .07] 
Non-binary .2** .22 .08 -.15 
 [-.02, .42] [-.03, .49] [-.13, .29] [-.43, -.14] 
     
Political Ideology  
(ref Liberal) 
    
Moderate -.17*** -.13*** .01 .13** 
 [-.24, -.11] [-.21, -.06] [-.06, .07] [.05, .21] 
Conservative -.16* -.11 -.04 .14 
 [-.28, -.04] [-.24, .03] [-.15, .08] [-.01, .29] 
     
HS Minority Enrollment  
(ref 0%-25%) 
    
25%-50% 0 -.03 .01** -.08 
 [-.06, .07] [-.1, .05] [.036, .16] [-.17, 0] 
50%-75% .08 .03 -.02 -.02 
 [-.01, .16] [-.07, .12] [-.1, .06] [-.13, .08] 
75%-100% .09 -.06 .09 .03 
 [-.06, .25] [-.23, .12] [-.06, .25] [-.17, .22] 
     
Year 
(ref First-year) 
    
Sophomore .03 .2 .04 .05 
 [-.06, .11] [-.08, .12] [-.04, .13] [-.06, .16] 
Junior .02 .03 .05 .07 
 [-.07, .1] [-.07, .13] [-.04, .14] [-.04, .18] 
Senior .02 .05 .04 0 
 [-07, .11] [-.05, .15] [-.05, .12] [-.11, .11] 
     
Constant .98*** 1.04*** .47*** 2.73*** 
 [.87, 1.09] [.91, 1.16] [.36, .57] [2.59, 2.] 
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Notes: All numbers were round to the nearest hundredth decimal place. ***p < .001, **p < .01, *p < 
.05. The following table was configured through combining the outcomes of four regression models. 
The first number presented between categories is the coefficient between the two variables followed by 
the corresponding 95% confidence interval. 
 
 
Overall, I found strong support for my first research question (hypotheses 1a and 1b) and 
inconsistent results for my second research question (hypotheses 2a-2e). There are several 
aspects of my data and analysis that I believe might have contributed to my inconsistent results. 
First, I believe my research could have benefited from a more diverse sample. Although my 
sample seems to be representative of the UNC population aside from an overrepresentation of 
women, I believe certain demographics are lacking strong representation in my sample in order 
to generalize to populations outside of institutions similar to UNC. For example, there was a low 
percentage of men, conservatives, and people of color, however this is unsurprising because 
UNC is liberal arts university as well as majority female and white. With a sample that is more 
representative of college students overall or the US population, I believe we would see more 
consistent results from Table 4. Second, I believe neutral is a weak measure of outcome. As seen 
in Table 4, neutral only had a consistent relationship with the treatment variable. I believe 
participants were more likely to sway to positive or negative outcomes rather than report that 
they were feeling neutral in reaction to their scenario which might have nullified the results from 
Table 4. Additionally, I would like to point out that a number of my demographic variables 
included in Table 4 were included as exploratory variables. My intention not to prove that all of 
these demographics would affect how individuals perceive RM but rather look into these 
relationships and bring about dialogue on RM. 
Discussion & Conclusion 
 In this thesis, I attempted to contribute to scholarship on interracial interactions and how 
people and groups perceive those interactions. I built on the work of Tao and colleagues (2017) 
by accounting for their noted limitations and expanding the scope of their research. When 
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looking at how individuals reacted to different RM scenarios, my results validated that of Tao 
and colleagues (2017). I found similar results regarding how racial and ethnic identity affect 
reactions, there was no significant relationship. Also, I moved past the scope of Tao and 
colleagues by looking at other demographics such as sexuality, gender, political ideology, high 
school minority enrollment and year in school. I did not find evidence that gender, high school 
minority enrollment, or year in school affected how participants responded to RM scenarios. I 
found more compelling evidence for the effect of political ideology and sexuality. 
This paper shows that there are still missing pieces to understanding RM. RM can be 
understood as one of the many facets of the racist structures that exist in society today. 
Therefore, in order to counter this system, understanding this phenomenon is imperative. It is 
important that there is additional research regarding individuals’ experiences of RM in addition 
to perceptions of RM. Understanding how different people interpret these interactions can give 
us a bigger picture of what is happening in these interactions and can provide greater 
accountability to attackers of RM and those who allow them to go unchecked. In addition to this, 
it is important to reproduce these studies off of college campuses, because samples from these 
communities, particularly UNC, are going to have more liberal participants which likely nullifies 
findings. Further, adding qualitative research to literature on RM will allow scholars to clarify 
some of the ambiguity that comes with survey designs and studies regarding racial prejudice. 
Using qualitative data such as interviews or focus groups would allow participants to talk about 
their experiences with RM as opposed to using only one hypothetical scenario and asking 
participants to rate its applicability. 
Additionally, it is important to note that this research only discusses RM in a highly 
specific context for one racial group. RM take place in numerous other contexts and target other 
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racial minorities. I hope that my work can increase awareness of the continued significance of 
RM in all environments, show the importance of confronting harmful language, and highlight the 
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